'If a company values a 'top-down' approach, then blogging, with its emphasis on freedom and open access, may not be a useful tool; whereas a bottom-up organization values the collective work of individuals over top-down authority.'
Introduction
A weblog -or blog for short -is in essence an online diary, a regularly updated journal. Weblogs can vary considerably from one to another, but there are a number of features that characterize them:
• They are usually set up to display blog postings in reverse-chronological order; and many blogs also arrange their content by subject.
• They are up to date, with content being added on a regular basis -often daily.
• Many weblogs give their readers an opportunity to comment on blog postings, or to contact the author directly.
• Weblogs tend to cover a very specific subject area.
• They have a personal point of view.
• They respond to and comment on current news and topical issues.
• Each entry has a timestamp so that the reader knows when it was posted.
• An archive of previously posted content is available and readily accessible by blog users.
Weblogs have been described as child's play, in the sense that they have made it feasible for anyone to publish content to the web. Blogs are easy to create and publish for many reasons. Bloggers do not need to know how to create a webpage; they do not require a knowledge of web design or of HTML coding. Blog software does that for you, because it has a range of built-in templates. The software is either free of charge or else it is very inexpensive. Nor do bloggers have to secure any space on a server in order to become an online publisher because most weblog tools offer free space. A service such as Blogger.com enables the user to create, publish and maintain a weblog totally free of charge. Alternatives include MSN Spaces (www.msnspaces.com), Movable Type (www.movabletype.org/) or Typepad (www.typepad.com).
Creating and editing blog entries is no more difficult than sending an email. In addition, the journal format can help bloggers to keep track of their thinking over a period of time and it also allows them to reflect on how their understanding of an idea has developed. Many weblogs also encourage and facilitate critical feedback by letting readers post comments. They can be used as a means of developing a discussion. Indeed, they can be used to create a community of interest.
It is precisely because blog software has simplified the whole process of publishing online that weblogs have become an international phenomenon.
Some of the more traditional media outlets see weblogs as an unchecked form of amateur journalism. This can be seen as part of their strength but also as one of their main weaknesses. It is certainly the case that many weblogs are used by individuals to put forward their personal thoughts in the form of a set of weblinks which is accompanied by a commentary on various topical issues. Blogs are often written by experts within a particular subject field who are passionate about the topic that they write about. Their expertise may well mean that they attend meetings of advisory boards, special interest groups, professional associations and committees in the areas that they write about, so that when they post content on a blog they are really 'in the know'.
The weakness of this so-called 'amateur journalism' is that the author may well have a particular bias or point of view that they want to get across, and so it is important to take that into account when reading their content. Cyberjournalist.net has produced a blogger's code of ethics which gives responsible bloggers a set of ethical obligations to work with, see www.cyberjournalist.net/news/000215.php, which advises that bloggers should distinguish between advocacy, commentary and factual information I recently saw an item on the internet about a new weblog service, and the title of the story included the word 'yawn' in brackets after the announcement, as though people are becoming somewhat weary of the amount of coverage that weblogs are getting. But weblogs are not just of interest to IT fanatics, they are becoming more mainstream. Outsell's Outlook for 2005 (Outsell, 2004) predicts that experimentation and variations on blogs and RSS feeds will proliferate, increasingly making publishers of us. It says that in 2005:
• Better tools for personalized filtering of RSS feeds will emerge.
• We will see an increased specialization but also diversification in blogs, as organizations start using the format -combined with RSS distribution -to communicate with audiences.
Library applications
Weblogs can be used by libraries on the one hand, and by library and information professionals on the other; and they are really two distinct sets of online publishers with different reasons for wanting to produce a blog. A number of libraries and individual library and information professionals have created weblogs, but the take-up has not been as great as it could be. So why should libraries and librarians consider taking advantage of what blogging software has to offer?
Libraries could potentially use weblogs for a variety of reasons. These might, for example, include:
• to keep their users informed about library news, services and resources
• to draw traffic to a library's website
• to improve the site's search engine positioning
• to disseminate information to library staff.
Weblogs have a role to play which newsletters cannot easily compete with. Newsletters are published periodically. The editor of the library newsletter could, therefore, hold back some news items until the next issue is produced. Weblogs, by way of contrast, are updated continuously, and are a better vehicle for getting library news to their users in a timely manner. The lack of immediacy of newsletters also makes them an inappropriate way of sending out time-sensitive alerts.
Newsletters are further constrained in terms of having limited space and so some things inevitably get missed out. Weblogs are a good way of telling library users about minor but important changes to databases, notable internet sources, announcements about ejournals and so on.
One major disadvantage of newsletters that are sent out by email is the need to maintain a distribution list, and the challenges of keeping this up to date when people change email addresses or move jobs. From the point of view of the user, a major advantage of RSS newsfeeds over and above newsletters distributed by email is that the power to subscribe or unsubscribe lies solely with the user.
Georgia State University (Vogel and Goans, 2005) developed a weblog called 'Science News' in order to deliver information about library news, services and resources to the science faculty and students at the university. It covers topics such as Library News, Books (including recent acquisitions), Databases (announcements about new databases and notices about significant updates to current databases), Instructional (news about new class and subject guides; announcements about drop-in instruction sessions), Electronic Journals (announcements about new online access to journals, including backfile archives; and notices about updates to collections), 'In the News' (articles on topics of interest, including textbook pricing, open access publishing, serials pricing issues and so on), and Faculty (coverage includes periodic listings of new articles authored or co-authored by University faculty and also an item about requesting library instruction sessions for classes and lab groups).
A blog can be incorporated into a library's website, or it can be hosted by an external service that provides access to the blog at little or no charge. Blogging does not have to be tied to a single writer or editor. Responsibility for managing it can be divided among a number of contributors who each have the authorization to post and update entries.
There are a number of listings of library weblogs, such as the one at: www.libdex.com/weblogs.html For library and information professionals, weblogs have a number of applications:
• Blogs provide news that is not readily available elsewhere.
• They keep us current with what people are thinking, writing about and linking to.
• They can be useful for current affairs and news stories.
• They can be a useful starting point to obtaining more information.
Pedley: Weblogs as an international phenomenon
As Piper and Ramos (2005) observe, library and information professionals may well want to turn to weblogs to get an uncensored, non sugar-coated, personal account of the war in Iraq; and that nothing beats blogs for instantaneous, hard-hitting and up-front coverage of the war from a multitude of viewpoints.
Information professionals wishing to search through weblogs as a source of information can use a wide selection of tools. 
Promotion and marketing
Promoting weblogs requires a lot of work over a sustained period of time. There are a number of ways that can be used to market the blog. One is the use of email to send out a selection of headlines for recent postings, with direct hyperlinks to the full stories. These alerts will keep users informed and they will also hopefully remind them to check the weblog periodically for updates.
Another marketing tool is word of mouth. For example, if it's a library weblog, it is important to remember to mention the weblog during library inductions.
It is also worth marketing the weblog beyond the organization -for example by submitting the weblog's URL to services such as Daypop and Blogdex, or to library-specific blog listings such as the Open Directory Project's list of library organizations' weblogs.
Other ways of promoting weblogs include:
• having a URL link to the weblog in your email signature
• writing an article in the professional literature about the weblog
• sending an email to selected email discussion lists.
Legal implications
The ease with which people are able to use blogging software to publish online content may well mean that some bloggers do not even think of themselves as publishers. But it is imperative that bloggers are aware of the legal implications of being an online publisher. Matters of particular concern include copyright, plagiarism and libel.
In January 2005
The Guardian (Barkham, 2005 ) ran a story about bookseller Joe Gordon, who became the first blogger in Britain to be sacked from his job at Waterstone's in Edinburgh as a result of posting several comments on his blog about his employers. Joe Gordon was dismissed for gross misconduct and for bringing the company into disrepute.
An item on Mondaq (Best, 2005) drew attention to the dangers posed by people requesting information under the freedom of information regime, and then posting the responses received onto a weblog. A consequence of freedom of information is the release of confidential or otherwise commercially sensitive information; but the release of information under FOI does not make that information fair game to be used in whatever ways the requester wishes.
Bloggers should not post documents obtained under the FOI regime onto their websites where these are the subject of third party copyright; nor should they post information or documents which are defamatory of either a person or a company.
Corporate
Blogs are beginning to be used by companies, rather than individuals, for a number of reasons:
• Blogs can be useful sources of information for business.
• They can be used as a marketing tool to keep clients and customers up to date with important developments.
• They can also be used in disparate organizations, with staff located in various countries around the world to work together as a virtual team. For example, EcoblogIT (http://ecoblogit.blogspot.com) is the Economist Group IT Team's weblog.
• Blogs can be used as a competitive intelligence tool, particularly for carrying out research to support new business proposals or product development.
Blogs might be publicly available to everyone on the internet; or they might be private -only available on an organization's intranet or to authorized users with a password -and some of the most effective company blogs are posted on internal networks or intranets.
A potential problem for companies is that blogging does not fit with the corporate culture of many organizations. If a company values a 'top-down' approach, then blogging, with its emphasis on freedom and open access, may not be a useful tool; whereas a bottom-up organization values the collective work of individuals over top-down authority.
Feeds
Many weblogs provide feeds. There are two main kinds: RSS and Atom. Both use XML to encode the content of a source. Feeds are a way for content creators to syndicate their content, which means that their content reaches a much wider audience than would otherwise be the case. For example, bloggers and RSS feed owners are able to submit their feed for inclusion within the MSN content search via Moreover's ping server. When a site is updated, a feed goes out to subscribers; and the feed can contain all of the new content, it can link to the new content or it can contain partial content with a link to the full posting. Feeds can contain images as well as other files.
For blog users, RSS feeds enable them to easily receive content from a website, weblog or other source. Indeed, by using blog aggregators such as Bloglines (www.bloglines.com), Topix.net (www.topix.net), Yahoo's blog aggregator, or a desktop tool such as FeedDemon (www.feeddemon.com) they are able to monitor the updates to a number of websites from a single place. Because it can minimize effort and save time, subscribing to RSS or Atom feeds can be especially useful for people who read a lot of weblogs and websites; and they can also be a great tool for websites without regular update schedules because visitors do not have to keep going to the site to see if it's been updated.
In order to subscribe to a source, it is first necessary to look to see if the weblog has its own feed. This will often be indicated with the use of an orange icon with XML or RSS on it, and this indicates the presence of a feed. Some sites may instead have a hyperlink with the word 'Subscribe' or 'syndicate'. Once you have clicked on the link to the feed and know what the URL is, you can simply cut and paste the URL into your chosen aggregator service.
In order to select relevant feeds, it is possible to use search engines such as Feedster. Meanwhile Newsgator (www.newsgator.com) has online and downloadable tools which help people to select RSS feeds -some of which are free while others are priced -by entering search terms.
Finally, RSS feeds have the potential to be of interest to advertisers, because an RSS audience which is defined by feeds that it is interested in is made up of committed, loyal users; and from an advertiser's point of view, the advertising is highly targeted.
Conclusion
Blogs are easy to create and publish, and precisely because of this, they have become an international phenomenon. So far they have been identified as a Pedley: Weblogs as an international phenomenon vehicle for individuals to put forward their personal thoughts in a form that is considered by some to be 'amateur journalism', where the author may well have a particular bias or point of view. But they are now becoming more mainstream, and companies are starting to use the format to communicate with audiences, both through blogs and their accompanying RSS news feeds. Companies are using blogs in a number of ways -examples include using them as a competitive intelligence tool, as a marketing tool or as a communications tool to keep their clients up to date. Libraries can also benefit by making use of weblogs in order to keep their users up to date about library news, services and resources; and in the process this can draw traffic to their site, and also increase the site's search engine positioning.
Anyone using a weblog as a publishing tool needs to be aware of the legal implications of becoming an online publisher. They need to take particular care with regard to areas such as copyright, plagiarism and libel.
Blogs can also be used by information professionals as a source of information for hard-to-get material that is not readily available elsewhere and also as a tool for keeping up to date. In order to overcome the problem of information overload, weblog aggregation tools are becoming more popular. RSS feeds also have potential for advertisers because of the way that they are able to reach a niche group of users who are interested in a specific subject area, especially when one considers that the users of RSS feeds are committed, loyal users of weblogs.
